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Behind the South American Sfaries 
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THE NATIONAL OB StRUER 


Chatty Letters During a Journey From Aruba to Rio 


During the past seven months, Journal- 
ist Hunter B. Thompson has been roam- 
ing through South "America. His Informa- 
tive dispatches on social, economic, and 
political conditions there have been ap-* 
pearing Jn The National Observer. 

But there's another side to reporting 
that seldom shows up In formal dispatch- 
es—the personal experiences of the dig- 
ging, Inquisitive newsman.. These often 
give fascinating Insights on the land and 
the people. Witness these excerpts from 
Thompson '8 personal letters to his 


eSto* 1 


In Washington. 


f Aruba. 

I* am leaving by smuggling boat for 
Colombia In a few hours and am rushing 
to get this off before I go. [Article on 
Aruba, The National Observer, July 16.1 
It is probably too late and too long for 
you, but I nope not, because I think it la 

* a good and valid look at island politics, 

v personalities, etc. 

Hi about three days I plan to be In 
Barranqulla, Colombia. After Barran, I 
plan to go up the Magdelena River to 
Bogota, thence to Peru in time for the 
June 10 elections. But this la tentative. 



Bogota, Colombia. 

Here is a sort of offbeat travel piece 
that might interest you (Article on 
Cuajlra, The National Observer, Aug. 6). 
Jn Aruba, they are probably announcing 
the election results right about now and I 
Imagine there are a lot of people digging 
holes in the bleak Aruba landscape. 

If you can think of anything else you 
might want, let me know. By the time I 
get to Ecuador I will have seen most of 
Colombia' at close range. If nothing else, 
I will have a lot of photos and, hopefully, 
an Immunity to dysentery, which is now 
on me in full force. 

The Valencia piece (Article on Colom- 
bia, The National Observer, June 34)' will 
be in the mall tomorrow if they will stop 
ringing these bells— a mad clanging every 
five or ten minutes. Sometimes it goes 
on for 20, and bounces me around the 
hotel room the whole while. Between the 


An oasis on a Latin American odyssey, La ; Paz, Bolivia, is a mod- 
ern city of 350,000 people situated 12,000 feet above sea level. 


Progress thing is a toughle, because most 
of the hard-nose opposition to it is sulky 
and silent. In a lot of cases, the Alliance 
faces a problem not unlike that of trying 
to convince Jay Gould that he is not acting 
In the best Interests of his country. 

Incidentally, Rojas Pinilla is without 
doubt the only dictator whose name is in 
the phone book In the capital city over 
which he once held sway. He lives In 
the best section of Bogota. 

* <* + 


ever, revolves In one way or another 
around questions of money. There seems 
to be a universal Impression that I am 
on some sort of Divine Dole, and the 
theory that I often require money in 
order to make money has not gained 
wide acceptance: I trust you have suffic- 
ient background in Personal Economics 
to grasp the full meaning of this. 

I could toss in a few hair-raising stories 
about what happens to poor Yanquls who 
eat cheap food, or the fact that I caught a 
bad cold In Bogota because my hotel 


Colombia, anyway) to view the problen 


of the local economies as essentially 
thing for the Alliance to deal with, 
most like, "Thank God, Blj 
i in the street I am half-mad.* Anally come to the rejsci 
(Ah. here go the bells again.) Ten min- 
utes of It now; a^ lunatic In^the belfry 


dysentery, the bells, and the unceasing _ 
loudspeakers 1 



Call, Colombia, 
sent earlier on the price 
of Colombian coffee on the world market 
are correct, but not nearly as dramatic 
as the following: Ninety cents a pound 
in 1964. 30 cents a pound In 1962. As I 
said. Colombia depends on coffee for 17 
per cent of its export earnings. 

incidentally, Colombia gets another 16 
per cent of Its export earnings from pe- 
troleum. That leaves 8 per cent as « base 
to begin "diversifying" with. Not much. 

£T Borne good minds are Just about at 
i end of their tether with the problem. 
' While I'm talking here, the Alliance for 


lt. M Thla is. of course, a gei 
but there is a lot of truth In ! 

Another ominous note Is the. attitude of 
a lot of American businessmen I have 
talked to— "Sure, we'd like to help, but 
business Is business, you know. . . ." 
And everything they say makes sense on 
at least one level: Fears of arbitrary gov- 
ernment price controls, 
mounting labor difficulties, 
of long-term Investments vs. I 
talnty of the short. 

# 4 $ 

Quito, Ecuador. 

The sun is shining In Quito, the moun- 
tains are green and sparkling around the 
town, and my mind is running in high 
gear. 

Most e< 



I have to say. bow- 
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New Year la probably 
the oldest festival cele- 
brated by man, it is also 
the most universal. , 

Southern mountaineers 


This Week in History 

Abraham Lincoln issued 
the Emancipation Procla- 
mation Jan. 1, 1863. (Pre- 
liminary 'proclamation was 
made Sept. 23, 1863.) 


JScware of the ZMonth 

Beware the January month: Beware 

Those hurtful days, that keenly piercing air 

Which flays the $teer$; when wide o'er fell and flood 

ice in it* curdled masses nips the blood. 

-Heslod. Works and Days, Eighth Century B-C. 


$7 to Bcnor Thompson, the gringo with 
the messy room. 

a * * 

Guayaquil, Ecuador. 
Things are not going well here, my 
man. I limped in Saturday night after 
a spine-cracking train ride, and on Sun- 
day discovered to my horror that the 
president and all the Guayaquil money 
men ire leaving Wednesday for Washing- 
ton. For this reason I am having a time 
seeing anyone— or at least the right 
people. 

Aside from that problem, I am beset 
by other forms of plague. One, I have 
not had any word from my New York 
secretary In two weeks so I have no 
idea how I stand at the bank. Thus I am 
afraid to cash a check. The first time 
I bounce one down here I might as well 
give up and go back to the States. 

The moneyed community on this con- 
tinent, which is what you have to deal 
with when you want to cash checks, is 
like Melville's circle of Genius— which 
"all over the world stands hand in hand, 
and one • shock of recognition runs the 
whole circle round." Which means, la 
my case, that If I bounce a check in 
Call my reputation as a crook will pre- 
cede me to Buenos Aires. So I have to 
be careful. 

Optimism is a rare commodity here, 
and the dally harassments of life In 
Guayaquil are Just about as much as a 
man should have to bear. 


Guayaquil, ! 

This Is to confirm my not particularly 
pointed observations during yesterday's 
phone call, which I appreciated a whale 


Call, Colombia. didn't have hot water, but that would only 


these travels I have discovered that gall 
la not^always the best currency, and there 
are times when I would be far better off 
with the v othexJnnd. 

I am throwing tlus thing in your lap 
though I don't expect anyone to agree— 
at a distance of several thousand miles— 
with my certain knowledge that I am a 
paragon of wisdom, courage, decency, and 
visionary talent. On the other hand, I am 
working on my fourth case of dysentery, 
my stomach feels like a tree is growing 
in it, and I am medically forbidden to 
touch so much as a single beer. 

Well, this Is the longest letter I've writ- 
ten since I was In the Air Force and waa 
sending love letters to a girl In Talla- 
hassee. I don't expect you to be alto- 
gether happy with this one, out then the 
girl wasn't always happy with hers, either, 
and we both survived. ^ 

Ah. it is noon now, check-out time, and 
I can hear Ufe clang of the cash register 
across the patio as they rack up another 



Writer Hunter Thompson 

of a lot and all the more because I sus- 
pect you did It primarily to keep me from 
feeding myself to the giant turtles. 

Now I feel better In the head, if not In 
the stomach. On Monday I will fly to Lima. 
I could go before that but Saturday and 
Sunday are holidays and we just fin- 
ished a five-day lull having to do with 
Ecuadorian history. These holidays are 
maddening; every time you turn around 
they are rolling-down the store fronts and 
locking the offices. That, in addition to a 
noon to 4 p.m. lunch hour, makes work 
just about Impossible. 

I understand that while I waa In Quito 
my secretary told you I was In Talara. 
Peru. I think the New York summer has 
affected her reason. Just for the record, 
I have never .been near Talara and wUl do 
everything in my power to avoid it in the 


I 


Lima, Peru. 


I have a good peg on Peru. It may 
seem like heresy in Washington, but Ifcls 
a fact that democracy is Just about as 
popular here as eating live goldfish. I 
tell you now so you'll have time to pot* 
der. (Some SftJi?* has been .throwing 
rocks, at rmjf window all night and if I 
n't sold my pistol I'd whip up the 
and crank off a few rounds at his 



feet. As It is. all I can do Is gripe to the 
desk.) The street outside is full of thugs, 
all drunk on plsco. In my weakened con- 
dition I am not about to go out there 
and tackle them like Joe Palooka, 

It is all I can do to swing out of bed in 
the mornings and stumble to the shower, 
which has come to be my only pleasure. 
I am beginning. to look like the portrait of 
Dorian Gray; pretty soon I am going to 
have to have the mirrors taken out. 

+ * * t 

Lima, Peru. 
First, I want to assure you that I 
exist.' There Is at present 171 pounds of 
me — down from 189 In Aruba — and just 
about the same weight in luggage spread 
out around this room. I am bcnsd once 
again from touching even a single beer, 
any fried foods, spices, pepper, and just 
about everything else except broiled meat 
and mineral water. 

(Now this hotel doesn't have any more 
O Lord, how 

long?) 


r long, 
* * 

I.u 


La Pas, Bolivia. 


: I blew in yesterday in unholy shape. 
This awful spate of pain and sickness puts 
the fear of God In a man. The latest was 
the sting of a poison Insect in Cusco, para- 
lysing my leg as if I'd been hit by a 60- 
pound sting-ray. Anyway, after two visits 
to the clinic, much cortisone, many Infra- 
red lamps, and the inevitable drink-pro- 
hlbltlng antibiotics I was at least able to 
walk; with a cane fashioned out of one of 
the legs of my camera tripod* That is the 
state I am in now. I hobble around La 
Pas .like a vet from the Indian wars, 
averaging about 100 yards an hour on the 
flats and more like a turtle on the hills. 

At the end of this week there will be 
no electricity In La Pas. (low it Is ra- 
tioned td the point where the United 
states Embassy, for one, has elevator 
service only every other day. This means 
I have to go up five fllghta of stairs on 
one leg. so I have been impressed with 
the gravity of the situation. 

They work If so that every section oi 
t*e city gets a turn at having electricity. 
So on some days you have hot water, ele- 
vators, lights, etc., and on some days you 
don't. If the electricity goes off com- 
pletely, however. I may have to flee. It 
is bad enough having to walk up the 
stairs on the cane, without having lights 
or hot water when I get here. Or heat, 
I might add; and La Pas Is cold as 
Christmas. 

if it it 
Bio de Janeiro, Brasil. 
I've been trying to get off a letter tor 
about a week now, but have been hopping 
across jungle and Matto Q rosso, touring 
oil camps, and spending all my money on 


antibiotics. 

I figure, though, that every week I've 
spent in these countries is a week I won't 
have to spend the next time I go back. 
An Investment, as it were, and now that 
I've survived this much of the thing I 
; think I'd be kicking myself right now if, 
> I'd just skimmed through. 

I definitely mean Co base here— for a 
* while, anyway. It is about time I lived like 
a human being for a change. 

— Hunts 8. Thompson 


